For practitioners wishing to understand and improve their own practice, therefore, evaluation involves:
• Assessing their current practice • Diagnosing any problems within that practice • Implementing any necessary changes • Evaluating what effect any changes to practice have had • Communicating the results of this process to students
Quantitative and qualitative tools
The choice of evaluation tools depends very much on the information required from students, the size and scope of the evaluation, and the practicalities involved in collecting and analysing data. It is probably fair to say that much of the evaluation of practice within Higher Education, whether by the individual teacher, department or institution, involves quantitative rather than qualitative instruments (Tricker et al, p.186) , with a particular focus on the use of formal questionnaires. These allow large scale and what is sometimes seen as "quick and easy" (Brown et al, 2003) evidence of the student experience of learning. Questionnaires such as the Course Experience Questionnaire (Ramsden, 1991) , mandatory in Australian Universities, and Biggs' Study Process Questionnaire (SPQ) (Zeegers, 2002) , designed to evaluate student approaches to learning in the HE context, as well as in-house questionnaires developed by individual institutions, are now widely used and accepted. They are also generally, despite some concerns about the reliability of student ratings (Felton et al, 2004) found to be "reasonably valid and reliable, and relatively free from bias" (Kwan, 1999, p. 182) .
Qualitative tools are generally less well established in formal evaluation of teaching and learning, although informal chats and meetings between students and lecturers do often contribute to anecdotal evidence relating to the student experience of learning, and may also be a factor in some cases in determining the need for a more formal evaluation. However, there are a considerable number of studies, using a variety of qualitative methods, including interviews (Edström et al, 2004) , case studies (Sambell et al, 1997) and phenomenography (Shreeve et al, 2004 ) which seek to investigate such issues. Qualitative studies necessarily involve smaller numbers of students and often quite complex analysis of data, and inevitably raise issues of reliability and generalizability. However, even where quantitative approaches predominate, qualitative methods are often also used as a form of follow-up or triangulation, such as Kember et al's (2002) use of interviews in their study of student feedback questionnaires, or open ended comments on questionnaires. As a result, the distinction between quantitative and qualitative tools is not always a helpful one.
The FAST project tools
The aim of the FAST project is to evaluate the effect of assessment practices on student learning, and also to develop, implement and evaluate new approaches to assessment. Evaluating change is therefore fundamental and the FAST evaluation tools, based on the 11 conditions under which assessment best supports student learning (Gibbs and Simpson, 2004) , have been developed to enable University teachers to evaluate the current experience of assessment by students, and, where applicable, to identify changes to assessment practices and evaluate their effect.
In keeping with much evaluation in Higher Education, the majority of the FAST tools are quantitative in approach, and designed to give an overview of the student experience including approaches to study, perceptions of course quality, and attitudes to assessment. The focus here will be on three tools in particular, two quantitative and one qualitative, which have formed the basis of much of the evaluation in the project: the Assessment Experience Questionnaire, codes for categorising tutor feedback comments on assignments, and the Sheffield Hallam University Questionnaire. The purpose is to give an indication of how the tools were used in the project, the sort of data they reveal, and any issues that arose.
Assessment Experience Questionnaire (AEQ)
The AEQ is designed as a diagnostic tool for lecturers to assess the extent to which students experience the 11 conditions of assessment, and has been used extensively in all the courses and modules involved in the FAST project at the OU and SHU. A total of 3250 students have been surveyed annually in both institutions from 2002-2005, with an average response rate over the 3 years of 45%. In addition, the AEQ has been used in a number of the development projects supported by the FAST project, and increasingly in other institutions.
The AEQ uses six scales of six items, from strongly agree to strongly disagree, with a not applicable category, each addressing at least one of the 11 conditions:
1. Time demands and distribution of effort 2. Assignments and learning 3. Quantity and timing of feedback 4. Quality of feedback 5. Student use of feedback 6. The examination
The responses for each item are averaged out and given a score. The questionnaire also contains an open-ended question relating to general assessment issues, enabling students to add qualitative comments.
The AEQ has been used diagnostically in all the OU and SHU projects, and in a number of the development projects. The principal use was as a means of comparing assessment practices on different courses and identifying potential problems. It has also been useful in providing information on the perceptions of students of assessment and feedback. Difficulties identified included the quantity and timing of feedback, and also differences in understanding between lecturers and students as to what actually constitutes feedback. More generally, however, the AEQ has been useful in confirming what lecturers already know, either anecdotally or through the use of other evaluation tools.
Changes made to assessment practices in the light of the AEQ findings include a faster turn around for module and introduction of peer assessment, and more careful explanation of what constitutes feedback.
Although the AEQ has been increasingly used in evaluation of change, care needs to be taken with the data produced. As Brennan and Williams (2004, p. 33) state, "when interpreting the evidence of student feedback, some scepticism is called for". This has been particularly the case at the OU and SHU where different cohorts of students are being surveyed over a number of years. With increasing numbers of variables, validity, perhaps inevitably, becomes an issue, and so therefore does any certainty in attributing questionnaire findings to changes in assessment practice. Subtle changes between courses or between years has been found to be particularly difficult to evaluate, and what the AEQ has been most useful for is identifying broad patterns of assessment practice and large scale change, often supported by qualitative or anecdotal evidence. Where the number of variables can be controlled, such as the small-scale study (Cannell and Salisbury, 2005) involving one cohort where change has been effected and evaluated within the academic year, this appears to be less of an issue.
Other issues that have arisen during the course of the project are more generally associated with the use of questionnaires. Where questionnaires are to be administered in different courses over a similar time frame, care also needs to be taken that students are continually aware of which course or module the questionnaire relates to. Similarly, although, as stated above, questionnaire data is found to be generally reliable and free from bias, the timing of the questionnaire, and particularly its administration in conjunction with other questionnaires, can sometimes result in inconsistent findings. Students may, for example, take the opportunity to express general dissatisfaction with their studies or, in the face of numerous similar questionnaires, suffer from questionnaire fatigue. As a result the number of times a particular student will be surveyed and se issues need to be considered particularly when contemplating large scale use of the AEQ.
Sheffield Hallam University Questionnaire (SHUQ)
The SHUQ has been developed at SHU as a means of investigating further the amount and type of feedback that students receive on assignments, and how useful they find it in understanding the mark they had received and in helping them with future assignments or exams. The questionnaire covers 21 types of feedback, including oral and written, group and individual feedback, and exams. 12 subsidiary questions indicate how the feedback helped students understand the marks they had been given, develop particular skills, or prepare for future assignments or exams, and students are asked to indicate, using a 3 point scale, whether the feedback has been of no use, some use or a lot of use. Scores are then added together to create a total score for each type of feedback.
The SHUQ has been used across a number of departments of the University, with a total number of __ students being surveyed over a period of 3 years.
The SHUQ has been found to be useful in understanding more clearly what students perceive as feedback and how useful they find it. As with the AEQ there has been found to be differences between students and lecturers in interpretations of what constitutes feedback. There is a particular issue with how oral feedback is perceived by students, with many students not recognising as distinct from normal teaching, or viewing it as less useful than written feedback.
As with the AEQ, care needs to be taken in the timing of the questionnaire and in considering the issues involved in surveying multiple courses at the same time.
Codes for categorising tutor feedback comments on assignments
This is a qualitative coding system which focuses on the function of feedback given to students by teachers, and, through the use of interviews, finds out which feedback students find to be most useful. The system is intended to be used to evaluate current assessment practice on Science courses at the Open University, although could be adapted for other disciplines. The categories are based on the five main categories of comments written by tutors as feedback:
• The content of a student's response
• Which help a student to develop appropriate skills
• Which encourage further learning
•
Provide motivational comments about a student's performance
• Provide potentially de-motivating comments about a student's performance (Brown and Glover, in press) One of the principal uses of the coding system was to discover what students did with the feedback they received. It was found on many of the OU Science course that, despite the considerable effort which goes into providing feedback, students were not necessarily engaging with it. The solution was to move the focus of feedback from content to more generic skills, thus allowing the tutors' comments to focus on feeding forward to the next assignment.
One issue identified with the coding system is its sheer complexity, making judgments between categories difficult. Although the system has been continually refined and simplified over the period of the project, care does still need to be taken on deciding which categories to use, particularly when more than one coder is involved. Experience on the project indicates the use of multiple coders across different subjects over different periods of time can result in a high degree of variability in the results, which affects the validity of the findings. The system has been found to work best where some degree of continuity can prevail, with one coder coding the feedback for one subject over time. Any comparison between coders would therefore have to be tentative unless efforts were made to verify conformity.
